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A s s u m p t io n s

CHOOL DISCIPLINE is an 
overwhelming concern for 

many of us—and not only be-
cause of the deadly violence 
that occasionally breaks out.
For too  m any s tu d e n ts  and 
teachers, a daily, low-level nas-
tin e ss  and d iso rd e r  tu rn  
sch o o ls  from  co m m u n itie s  
into obstacle courses or even 
co m b a t zon es. O f c o u rse , 
there are plenty of reports and 
position papers seeking to an-
alyze and in terpret the prob-
lem and propose solutions. It’s 
surprising, then, that so much 
of what we believe about dis-
order in the schools—both ef-
fects and rem edies—is based 
on untested assumptions.

That’s w here “Order in the 
Classroom: Violence, Discipline, 
and Student Achievement,” a re-
cen t report from  the Educa-
tional Testing Service, written 
by Paul E. Barton, Richard J. Coley, and Harold Wenglin-
sky, breaks new ground. In addition to discussing the 
prevalence of school disorder and talking about what pol-
icymakers are trying to do about the problem, it tests 
some of the assumptions about what works using longitu-
dinal student data and information about policies in the 
schools the students attended. Some of the conclusions 
confirm what we already know, but others are a big sur-
prise. And the report presents, for the first time, evidence 
supporting something that teachers have always known 
in their bones is true: the link between school disorder 
and student achievement.

The data that statistician Harold Wenglinsky uses 
com e from  the  National Educational Longitudinal 
Study of 1988 (NELS:88), a nationally representative 
sample of twenty-five thousand eighth-graders. NELS 
includes dem ographic information and information 
about students’ disciplinary records, as well as scores 
from tests in mathematics, reading, social science, and 
science. At the same time as the student data were 
gathered, teachers and principals w ere questioned 
about school disciplinary policies and school size. 
NELS followed these students, surveying and testing 
them again in 1990 when they were sophomores and

in 1992 in  th e ir  se n io r  
y ear in  h ig h  sch o o l, so 
Wenglinsky is able to ex-
amine the relationship be-
tw een  studen t m isbehav-
ior, school policies, and stu-
d en t a c h ie v e m e n t. The 
study compares the delin-
quency and achievem ent 
leve ls  o f s tu d e n ts  in  
schools tha t em ployed a 
variety of disciplinary poli-
cies, from zero tolerance 
of gang activity to restrict-
ing s tu d e n t m o vem en ts 
during the school day. In 
looking at th e  data, one 
needs to keep in mind that 
they do not include twelfth- 
graders who dropped out 
o r t ra n s fe r re d  to  o th e r  
schools. This reduces the 
n u m b ers  by nearly  one- 
h a lf  (from  25 ,000  to  
13 ,626 ). As a re su lt, 

Wenglinsky notes, the group is som ew hat atypical, 
and its members were probably less likely to be rule- 
breakers.

Student D elinquency
The data revealed two levels of “delinquency” (the 
word consistently used in the report). Relatively large 
numbers of students reported that they came late to 
class (73 p e rcen t), got “in to  troub le  for breaking 
school rules” (42 percent), and cut or skipped class 
(34 percent). But relatively few broke rules that sub-
jected them to severe penalties like out-of-school sus-
pension (5 percent) or transfer for disciplinary reasons 
(1 percent). And students themselves distinguished be-
tween misbehavior they7 considered more or less ac-
ceptable and behavior that was beyond the pale: A rel-
atively large num ber (29 percen t) said that it was 
“sometimes” or “often” okay to be late to class or copy 
homework; 16 percent said the same thing about talk-
ing back to a teacher; but only 1 percent considered it 
accep tab le  to steal school property , use drugs in 
school, or “abuse” teachers.

Wenglinsky found considerable uniformity among
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Table 1:
School D isciplinary Policies—Most Comm on Punishm ent
O f f e n se M o d a l  P u n ish m e n t St u d e n ts in  Sc h o o ls  T h a t  

In v o k e  This P u n ish m e n t

Cheating— 1st time Detention 79%

Cheating—2nd time Out-of-school suspension 58

Skipping class— 1 st time Detention 55

Skipping class—2nd time Out-of-school suspension 59

Skipping school— 1 st time In-school suspension 60

Skipping school—2nd time Out-of-school suspension 65

Injuring student— 1 st time Out-of-school suspension 82

Injuring student—2nd time Expulsion 60

Alcohol possession— 1 st time Out-of-school suspension 79

Alcohol possession—2nd time Expulsion 60

Drug possession — 1 st time Out-of-school suspension 73

Drug possession —2nd time Expulsion 76

Drug sale— 1 st time Expulsion 72

Drug sale—2nd time Expulsion 91

Weapons possession — 1 st time Expulsion 64

Weapons possession—2nd time Expulsion 90

Alcohol use in school — 1 st time Out-of-school suspension 78

Alcohol use in school—2nd time Expulsion 69

Drug use in school— 1st time Out-of-school suspension 72

Drug use in school—2nd time Expulsion 78

Smoking in school— 1 st time In-school suspension 47

Smoking in school—2nd time Out-of-school suspension 71

Verbal abuse of teachers— 1 st time Out-of-school suspension 66

Verbal abuse of teachers—2nd time Out-of-school suspension 65

Injuring teachers— 1 st time Expulsion 80

Injuring teachers—2nd time Expulsion 92

Theft of school property— 1 st time Out-of-school suspension 75

Theft of school property—2nd time Out-of-school suspension 62

Class disturbance— 1 st time Detention 67

Class disturbance—2nd time Out-of-school suspension 68

Profanity— 1 st time Detention 58

Profanity—2nd time Out-of-school suspension 71

N= 13,626

Source: Harold Wenglinsky, unpublished tabulations derived from National Educational Longitudinal Study o f 1988 (NELS: 88)
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the security measures schools employed: Ninety-eight 
percent required visitors to sign in; 91 percent had a 
dress code forbidding what might be gang-related at-
tire; 83 percent required hall passes; 78 percent for-
bade students to leave school during the day; and 78 
percent banned gangs from school. There was also a 
relatively high degree of agreement about punishment 
for serious offenses. For exam ple, 90 p e rc e n t of 
schools expelled a student for second-time offenses in 
th ese  areas: selling  drugs, b ring ing  a w eap on  to 
school, injuring a teacher, or injuring a student. And 
80 percent gave out-of-school suspensions to students 
w ho injured another student or possessed or used al-
cohol (see Table 1).

Correlations Between Student 
D elinquency and Other Factors
For the purposes of his study, Wenglinsky divided dis-
cipline problems into three categories: drug offenses 
(use of marijuana or cocaine and binge drinking); non- 
serious offenses (for example, skipping class and get-
ting “into trouble”); and serious offenses (ones that 
led, for example, to in- or out-of-school suspension, 
transfer for disciplinary reasons, or arrest).

W englinsky looked at s tuden t achievem ent and 
discip linary  records in eighth , ten th , and tw elfth  
grades and correlated this information w ith school 
discip linary  policies (see Table 2). He found that 
twelfth-graders were more likely to be guilty of drug 
offenses if they  had had any kind of d iscip linary  
problem s in ten th  grade. There was also a positive 
correlation betw een drug offenses and being male. 
But Wenglinsky found that twelfth-graders who were 
m em bers of m inority groups w ere less likely than 
nonm inority classmates to be guilty of drug offenses. 
And the likelihood decreased for all students if they 
attended schools w ith severe penalties for drug of-
fenses. Wenglinsky found no correlation betw een so-
c io eco n o m ic  s ta tu s  and d rug  o ffenses. In o th e r  
words, rich, poor, and middle-class twelfth-graders in 
th e  study  w ere  equally  likely (o r unlikely) to  be 
guilty of drug offenses.

W hen Wenglinsky looked at nonserious offenses 
among twelfth-graders, he again found that kids were 
more likely to be guilty of them if they had a history of 
rule-breaking in tenth grade and if they w ere boys. 
There was a greater likelihood that minority students 
would be guilty of nonserious offenses, but here so-
cioeconomic status also came into play: Affluent stu-
dents were more likely to commit nonserious offenses 
than other students.

In terms of school policies, students in schools with 
security arrangements such as hall passes and a ban on 
leaving school during the day were less likely to com-
mit nonserious offenses. However, they w ere more 
likely to commit this type of offense if their school had 
a zero tolerance policy in regard to gangs.

With serious offenses, there was again a correlation 
between a history of rule-breaking and being a boy. So-
cioeconomic status was again a factor, but this time 
Wenglinsky found that there was also a greater likeli-
hood that students of low er socioeconom ic status 
would commit serious offenses. However, these of-

Table 2:
Relationship Between School Policies 
and School D elinquency

School policies

Drug
Offenses

Nonserious Serious 
Offenses Offenses

Punishment severity - -

Security -

School uniforms

Gang Ban +

School Size +

Student characteristics

SES + -

Prior delinquency + + +

M inority - +

Male + + +

N =  1 3 ,6 2 6

So u rc e :  W e nglinsky , un p ub lished  ta bula tions d e riv e d  from N ELS :8 8

fenses were likely to be less of a problem in schools 
with discipline codes that penalized them severely.

D elinquency and Achievem ent
The study’s findings also suggest that reducing the lev-
els o f ru le-breaking  w ill resu lt in  h igher s tu d en t 
achievement. As Table 3 shows, lower levels of student 
delinquency w ere associated w ith  h igher levels of 
achievement in ten out of twelve cases. Serious and 
nonserious offenses were negatively associated with 
gains in achievem ent be tw een  eighth  and tw elfth  
grades in all four subject areas tested—mathematics, 
reading, social science, and science. Drug offenses 
were negatively associated with achievement gains in 
two of the four areas—mathematics and science—but 
not with social science and reading. The effect sizes in-
dicated in the table translate, roughly, into losses of 3 to 
4 percentiles.

Table 3:
Relationship Between Twelfth-grade 
D elinquency and 
Academic Achievem ent Gains 
Between Tenth and Twelfth Grades

Mathematics Reading Social Science Science 
Offense Achievement Achievement Achievement Achievement

Drugs - -

Nonserious -  -  - -

Serious _ -

Total effect 
size 146 .155 .111 .165

N =  13 ,626  
Source: Wenglinsky, unpublished tabulations derived  from N ELS:88
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Policy Im plications
Wenglinsky’s findings support the assumptions behind
some policies for improving order in the classroom,
but they call others into question:
■ Security measures, especially those that restrict stu-

dent movement, are apparently effective in reducing 
levels of nonserious offenses. As Wenglinsky ob-
serves, “This should not be surprising, given that 
most of these offenses involve students not being 
where they should be (late for or cutting class) and 
that security measures limit student opportunities to 
misbehave by controlling their movements during 
the school day”

■ Security measures do not seem to have any effect on 
more serious offenses, such as drugs and violence, 
“suggesting that if students are inclined to engage in 
these behaviors, they can evade most security mea-
sures.”

■ Tough discipline codes apparently reduce serious of-
fenses, and schools should take advantange of this 
fact: “A majority of schools have strict policies in 
place for serious offenses. A significant minority, 
however, do not. This analysis indicates that these 
less strict schools suffer from high levels of serious 
offenses and drug offenses and that to reduce these 
levels such schools need to adopt stricter policies.”

■ School order is closely tied to student achievement: 
“The consequence of student disorder is not merely 
more disorder; disorder also erodes the learning en-
vironment for all students as indicated by lower stu-
dent achievement gains.... This finding suggests that 
disciplinary policy is not a side issue, distracting edu-
cators from more academic goals; rather, a sound dis-
ciplinary policy is a prerequisite for a sound aca-
demic policy.”

■ The study found no correlation between school uni-
forms and student behavior. So although school uni-
forms might be useful in creating school solidarity or 
minimizing socioeconomic differences among stu-
dents, they cannot be counted on to reduce student 
misbehavior or delinquency.

■ A policy of zero tolerance toward gangs does not 
seem to be effective. In the drug and serious offense 
categories, schools with a zero tolerance policy to-
ward gangs did not have levels of delinquency signif-
icantly different from schools that did not have such 
a policy, and in the nonserious offense category, 
schools with the anti-gang policy had higher levels 
of delinquency. It should be noted that this finding 
does not include other zero tolerance policies.

■ Finally, the notion that small schools reduce delin-
quency was only partially supported . A ttending 
smaller schools, Wenglinsky found, can reduce non-
serious offenses but not serious offenses or drug and 
alcohol use.—Editor □

Copies o f  the fu l l  report can be ordered fo r  $10.50 
fro m  Policy Inform ation Center, M ail Stop 04-R, ETS, 
Rosedale Rd., Princeton, N J  08541-0001; tel. (609) 
734-5694; or via e-mail (pic@ets.org).

Until closing, 
this is the onty 

tool you 
need to buy 

a house.

Ever get tired of reaching out and  touching  people? 
Especially if you’ve had  to w aste your  tim e, your  money, 
your  gas to do it? W hen buying o r refinancing a hom e, the 
m ost annoying aspects are the picky details tha t require 
ju st one  m ore trip  to sign just one  m ore p ap e r th a t had  
inadvertently  slipped th rough the  cracks.

No more.

UNION MEMBER MORTGAGE has taken a lot of the 
unnecessary  steps ou t of buying or refinancing a  hom e so 
th a t the only schlepping you’ll need  to do is from  the sofa 
to the  telephone. Unless, of course, you keep your phone 
bv  the sofa.
■  Available to un ion  m em bers, their children and parents;
■  Added savings w hen you use the program  

to buy and  sell;
■  Com petitive m ortgage rates;
■ Special program s for qualified first-tim e buyers;
■  Easy te lephone and  m ail application process;
■  Mortgage and  real estate experts who can answ er 

all of your questions;
■  No h idden  fees; and
•  Low down paym ents.

CALL MON.-FRI., 8:30 AM .-9 A.M.; SAT., 9 A.M.-l P.M. (ET) FINANCING 
PROVIDED THROUGH THE CHASE MANHATTAN BANK OR CHASE 
MANHATTAN MORTGAGE CORPORATION, EQUAL HOUSING LENDER

AFT PLUS MORTGAGE 
AND REAL ESTATE
1-8 00-981-3798
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